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in broad generalizations illustrated by instances from many
different peoples, and was most suggestive, though it also implied
certain dangers. The study of the social structure of one people
only against its natural and historical background, and with a
view to the national mentality, as the outcome of social and
historical forces, was better suited to avoid hasty generalizations.
While formerly writers often started from a preconceived idea of
the national character, and tried to show its manifestations in all
events in the history of the people concerned, critical students
now describe and analyse the institutions and the civilization of
a people, and then search for general traits characteristic of this
people. If they still employ the rather discredited term national
character, they usually identify it with predominant tendencies of
that civilization. This method too, however, raises some critical
doubts, It can be disputed whether the same general tendencies
rule in all the different fields comprised in a civilization, as well
in politics and economics as in literature and art. It has even
been doubted that a single field showed a close unity, and that
one could speak, for example, of the spirit of English literature as
a whole.1 A national civilization, moreover, is not merely the
expression of the national character. Every people has imported
large parts of its civilization from abroad. Institutions have
often been imposed upon a people without its assent. Chris-
tianity, for example, has often been introduced against the fierce
resistance of a people, though it has later moulded its whole out-
look. The same outwarcl form, moreover, may have a different
significance in various nations. Lastly, the comparative study of
nations in the same phase of social evolution leads to the con-
clusion that no trait whatever is exclusively to be found in one
nation or entirely lacking in the mind of any nation. Differ-
ences are only those of time, degree and combination. A cer-
tain feature may emerge earlier, or may be more frequent or
more pronounced in one nation than in others, or it may be
combined with other traits in a way peculiar to one nation.
The chief arguments against the idea of a national character
are (i) the wide diversity of individual characters and cultural
traits in each nation, ($>) the absence of any very marked and
decisive differences of individual characters and cultural traits
between nations, provided that comparable social types only are
compared, (3) the frequent and fundamental changes which have
taken place in views held of the character of specific nations.
1 Cf, F, Baldensperger, La Littfratwe>~iwj> p. 287 j L, M, Price, En&lish-Germcm
Literary Influencest 1919, p. 120.